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PAUL VERMEER 
JOHANNES A. VAN DER VEN 
ERIK VOSSEN 
LEARNING THEODICY 
SUMMARY 
This article focuses on the problem of theodicy as a subject-matter for religious 
education. The question is raised whether it is possible to gain comprehension of 
theodicy models and, if so, to what extent. Empirical research on the effects of a 
theodicy course, dealing with the retaliation model, the plan model and the 
compassion model, shows that it indeed is possible to 'learn' theodicy models. 
Furthermore, our results also show that students especially gain comprehension of the 
plan model; a theodicy model which explains human suffering from a teleological 
point of view. Although both the plan model as well as the retaliation model 
nowadays do not find theological favour, we still consider these results of great value. 
With regard to the theodicy issue, our course, apparently, enables students to develop 
their own religious frame of reference in a competent and independent way. 
1. Introduction 
People suffer. This short sentence contains an undeniable truth. And despite 
the fact that we would like to have it otherwise, everybody sooner or later 
will face some sort of evil predicament. We all die, for instance, and so we 
all come to experience the loss of a beloved person. Or we do not yet die, 
but become very ill and suffer great pains. Or we lose our jobs or go through 
a divorce. Suffering does not necessarily only concern our physical condition, 
but our psychological and social condition as well. In this respect, the classi- 
cal definition of suffering as deprivation of the good (privatio boni) is still a 
valid description. It points out that suffering involves the experience of some 
kind of loss. Suffering means to experience the loss of: one's life, one's 
health, one's partner, one's child, one's job, etc. And, unfortunately, this 
experience is deeply human. 
But this is not all there is to it. Suffering is a verb, it is a human activity. 
Suffering refers to an active, emotional involvement of man in the evil situa- 
tions he is experiencing in order to attribute some sort of meaning to these 
situations. Man's evil predicament raises existential questions such as "Why 
me?" or "Why this?", which need to be answered if man is to cope with 
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suffering. In other words, attributing some sort of meaning to suffering is an 
important and necessary step in the coping process. And in order to do this, 
man basically has two options: he can attribute a secular meaning to suffer- 
ing or he can attribute a religious meaning to suffering. The latter we under- 
stand as the attempt of man to reconcile his evil predicament with his faith in 
a good and almighty deity. 
Now, in this article our focus is on the second option. From an educational 
point of view we raise the following question: can religious coping behaviour 
with suffering be learned? This is a very important question for, as we have 
explained above, suffering is a constitutive part of the human condition. 
Contingency and finitude are basic characteristics of human life, which only 
emphasizes the relevance of this question. But, despite its relevance, our 
answer to this question is negative. Religious coping behaviour with suffering 
cannot be learned! Many conditions need to be fulfilled before an individual 
is able or even willing to enter into religious coping behaviour. A very 
important condition, for instance, is the individual's overall attitude towards 
religion, which even decides whether or not a religious meaning is attributed 
(cf. Van Uden 1985, 206). And as we all know, it is very hard to try to 
change a person's attitudes with the help of an educational programme. 
Religious coping behaviour as such cannot be learned, but this does not mean 
that specific conditions for religious coping behaviour cannot be learned 
either. Religious coping behaviour not only demands a positive attitude 
towards religion, it also demands that an individual has developed a religious 
frame of reference. That is to say, before an individual is able to attribute a 
religious meaning to suffering he must be aware of the central myths and 
symbols of a certain religious tradition (cf. Van der Lans 1983, 109). Or to 
put it otherwise, before an individual is able to deal with existential questions 
religiously, he must have taken cognizance of several religious symbols and 
metaphors. And the latter, we believe, may very well be achieved with the 
help of an educational programme. This is what we mean by learning the- 
odicy. By making the students familiar with major Christian symbols regard- 
ing the problem of evil, they develop a religious frame of reference, which is 
a prerequisite for religious coping behaviour. 
Thus, our argument stresses both the relevance and possibility of theodicy as 
a subject-matter for religious education. Theodicy is a relevant subject-matter 
in view of future coping behaviour and it is also a suitable subject-matter if 
learning theodicy is confined to learning theodicy symbols in view of the 
development of a religious frame of reference. In this respect, the question 
emerges as to how theodicy may be learned? How can a student gain com- 
prehension of theodicy symbols? In order to answer this question, we have 
designed an experimental theodicy course, highlighting three ideal-typical 
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theodicy models and, subsequently, determined the effects of the course. As a 
result, our research question reads as follows: to what extent does a theodicy 
course on the retaliation model, the plan model and the compassion model 
enhance comprehension of these models? 
Below, we will report on our research findings and provide an answer to this 
question. To begin with, we will briefly describe the three theodicy models 
which constituted the contents of our theodicy course (2) and explain what 
we mean by comprehension of theodicy models (3). Next, we will present 
this experimental theodicy course itself and focus in particular on the educa- 
tional measures meant to facilitate learning theodicy models (4). In the subse- 
quent sections, we will account for our research strategy (5), present some 
important research findings (6), and finally this article will be concluded by a 
critical discussion of these findings (7). 
2. Theodicy models 
As mentioned above, the experimental theodicy course that we have designed 
on behalf of our research highlights three ideal-typical theodicy models as 
three distinct ways of coping with suffering religiously. In this respect, each 
model contains a different answer to the theological dilemma: if God is 
omnipotent and perfectly good, why does man suffer? 
The retaliation model accounts for human suffering as a divine punishment 
for sin. It refers to the divine justice or to the principle of moral balance at 
work in the universe in order to prevent human sin from disturbing the 
universal and moral order of God's creation. In this way, man is able to cope 
with the experience of chaos and despair inflicted by suffering, because of 
his awareness of the righteousness of his evil predicament. 
Next, there is the plan model, which is based on the idea of the ultimate 
goodness of creation in which every event serves God's purpose. In this 
respect, the plan model calls for trust and faith in both the ultimate goodness 
of God and His unlimited power to perform the good. Seen from this per- 
spective, the contingent nature of human suffering disappears, for suffering is 
willed and planned by God as part of His contemplated, divine plan. 
A third approach is elaborated under the heading compassion model, which 
considers suffering as inimical to a caring and compassionate God. This idea 
enables man to experience the love of God in the midst of suffering instead 
of God's wrath or some kind of divine plan. The compassion model empha- 
sizes the bond between divine and human suffering, which enables man to 
endure suffering, to oppose to it and to anticipate a better future or new 
aeon. 
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However, our theodicy course not only offers a description of these models, 
but it also considers their plausibility. The criterion of logical consistency is 
presented to students, which says that a plausible theodicy model should 
reconcile both God's goodness and omnipotence with the existence of evil 
without inner contradictions (cf. Vermeer, Vossen & Van der Ven 1991). In 
this respect, the retaliation model lacks sufficient plausibility, because it fails 
to safeguard the divine goodness, for instance, with regard to the suffering of 
'innocent' children. The same goes for the plan model as well, for one may 
still wonder why God, being omnipotent, created a world in which so much 
suffering is occurs. Consequently, the compassion model appears to offer the 
most plausible answer to the problem of human suffering, but this at the cost 
of the divine omnipotence. An altered understanding of the divine omnipo- 
tence (defenceless potency) safeguards the divine goodness, but this raises 
other objections against this model. For, one may wonder what good it is to 
people to know that God cares for them, but that He at the same time is 
devoid of any real power to do something about their predicament. 
3. Comprehension of theodicy models 
According to our research question, our experimental theodicy course is 
meant to enhance comprehension of the three theodicy models mentioned 
above. By, comprehension of theodicy models we understand a student's 
ability to explain or to paraphrase these models. This definition of compre- 
hension is based on De Corte's (1973) classification system of educational 
objectives, which distinguishes between reproductive and productive skills. 
Following this distinction, comprehension of a defined concept, such as a 
theodicy model, is a productive skill, because it involves a task set to a 
student which cannot be dealt with on the basis of sheer reproductive proces- 
ses alone. Comprehension thus exceeds the literal reproduction of memorized 
verbal information and refers to a student's ability to demonstrate the mean- 
ing of a given communication instead. De Corte (1973, 152) further subdi- 
vides the productive skills into four operation categories, all exhibiting a 
different degree of complexity: interpretative production of information, 
convergent production of information, evaluative production of information 
and divergent production of information. Demonstrating the meaning of 
defined concepts refers to interpretative production of information, the less 
complex operation category, while all other more complex operation catego- 
ries pertain to the application of previously learned information. In this 
respect, interpretative production means that a student is able to explain in 
his own words the main line of thought of a given communication. Other 
appropriate verbs to denote interpretative production are: to explain, to eluci- 
date, to summarize or to paraphrase information; verbs indicating that a 
productive skill is called for without referring to the application of previously 
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learned information (De Corte 1973, 160). Hence, a student is able to demon- 
strate the meaning of a defined concept if he is able to explain or to para- 
phrase such a concept. Explaining or paraphrasing the meaning of a given 
communication we consider therefore a good indicator of comprehension. 
4. The theodicy course 
Having presented short descriptions of the three theodicy models pivotal in 
our research and having offered a straightforward definition of comprehen- 
sion, we now face another question: how can the learning process regarding 
theodicy models be facilitated? In order to answer this question, we will first 
of all consider three educational measures (4.1.), after which we will list the 
specific features of the theodicy course itself (4.2.). 
4.1. Three educational measures 
We have designed our experimental theodicy course on the basis of three 
educational measures meant to facilitate learning theodicy models. These 
measures refer to three types of learning: experiential learning, information 
learning and evaluative learning. 
a. Experiential learning 
One way to facilitate learning theodicy is by explaining to students the rele- 
vance or function of the theodicy models at issue. This principle refers to 
what De Klerk (1990, 158-160) calls learning "in situ ". It is important, 
according to De Klerk, to explain to students the relevance of what should be 
learned, i.e. to elucidate the situations to which the newly learned knowledge 
and skills apply. For this not only contributes to a student's motivation to 
assume a learning task (cf. Van Parreren 1988, 72-73), but also enhances his 
ability to apply new knowledge and skills in an independent and competent 
way. And, in addition, a student learns to deal with such situations 
adequately when confronted with them in daily life. 
With regard to learning theodicy models, this means that the theodicy course 
should pay attention to the process of religious coping behaviour. That is to 
say, attention should be paid to situations of human suffering, as well as to 
ways of coping with such situations religiously in order to explain the rele- 
vance of theodicy models to the student. In short, applied to theodicy the 
principle of learning "in situ" urges the student to adopt a functional ap- 
proach to religion, and theodicy models in particular. 
b. Information learning 
According to Boekaerts and Simons (1993, 39), one can distinguish three 
levels of information: an episodical level, a semantic level and a procedural 
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level. At the episodical level, information regarding personal experiences 
prevails, at the semantic level information regarding the meaning of ideas or 
concepts prevails, while information regarding certain rules and principles 
prevails at the procedural level. However, as Boekaerts and Simons add, 
these levels cannot be fully separated from one another. Instead, they consti- 
tute three necessary parts of every specific body of knowledge, which means, 
first, that every learning task involves information of all three levels and, 
second, that the student needs to be taught to relate these levels of informa- 
tion to one another (Boekaerts & Simons 1993, 40-43). 
Hence, when it comes to learning theodicy models, gaining comprehension of 
these models is not enough. As with every other learning task, learning 
theodicy involves information pertaining to the procedural level and the 
episodical level as well. Semantic information is involved with regard to the 
theological concepts the student must acquire. Procedural information is 
involved, for instance, regarding the theological dilemma underlying theodicy 
or the criterion of logical consistency. And finally, episodical information is 
involved, which constitutes the experiential basis of theodicy. This latter 
information is not in the form of well-defined concepts, but pertains to per- 
sonal meaning instead. Consequently, it is very important not to confine the 
learning process regarding theodicy models to the acquisition of semantic or 
procedural information alone, but to pay attention to episodical information 
as well in order to increase the extent in which a student may identify him- 
self with the learning task. 
c. Evaluative learning 
As mentioned several times before, our experimental theodicy course deals 
with three ideal-typical theodicy models as three different ways of religious 
coping behaviour with respect to suffering. And, despite the fact that these 
theodicy models all reveal a different degree of logical consistency (cf. 
Vermeer, Vossen & Van der Ven 1991), each model may be helpful and 
satisfactory to the individual believer in his attempt to cope with suffering 
religiously. That is to say, there is no such thing as the one and only Chris- 
tian answer to the problem of human suffering; the Christian faith offers a 
variety of religious answers. Hence, the problem of theodicy is open-ended, 
simply because there is no final solution to the problem. Now we want 
students to become aware of this, and one way of doing so is by encouraging 
students to enter into a process of evaluative learning! 
Religious coping behaviour is of an evaluative nature. That is to say, coping 
with suffering religiously means that a subject compares different religious 
answers in order to find an answer which is personally satisfying, i.e. an 
answer which best suits his own predicament and personal experiences and 
which safeguards both the divine goodness and omnipotence. Now, with 
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regard to learning theodicy, evaluative learning means that a student comes to 
evaluate different theodicy models, just as a subject does who is involved in 
real-life coping processes. Consequently, in our opinion, learning theodicy 
models also implies that a student compares different theodicy models, that 
he scrutinizes his own position regarding the theodicy issue and that he is 
willing to abandon his own position and to consider alternative positions. 
Learning theodicy models thus involves the evaluation of information, which 
is a very complex intellectual operation in terms of Guilford's (1967) hierar- 
chical structure of intellectual operations. But evaluative learning does not 
occur by itself. Instead, as Oser (1988, 70-71) points out, evaluative learning 
needs to be supported by explicitly informing students of the differences 
between several religious answers and by way of class-room discussions 
regarding these differences. In the case of theodicy, this can be done by 
informing students about the criterion of logical consistency, which enables 
him to compare theodicy models and to examine them critically. The crite- 
rion of logical consistency constitutes additional non-theological information 
the student needs to acquire before it is even possible for him to enter into a 
process of evaluative learning regarding theodicy. 
4.2 Features of the course 
The educational measures discussed above are important facilitators, we 
believe, for learning theodicy models. On the basis of these measures we 
have designed an experimental theodicy course, which exhibits the following 
features: 
(1) The course pays attention to the human experience of suffering as well as 
to the coping process in order to elucidate the relevance and function of 
theodicy models (experiential learning). 
(2) Each theodicy model is introduced using narratives or reports of real-life 
coping processes in order to enable students to identify themselves with the 
theodicy issue (information learning/episodical information). 
(3) To facilitate the learning of theodicy models as defined concepts, the 
course also offers a narrow definition of each model (information learn- 
ing/semantic information). 
(4) The structure of the theological dilemma underlying theodicy, as well as 
the criterion of logical consistency are presented in the textbook with the 
help of additional schemes and diagrams (information learning/procedural 
information). 
(5) Finally, the criterion of logical consistency is introduced to enable stu- 
dents to compare different theodicy models and to evaluate them in terms of 
more or less plausible answers to the theodicy issue (evaluative learning). 
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5. Research strategy 
We account for our research strategy by elucidating the way the research is 
organized (S.1) and by presenting the measuring instruments we use (5.2). 
S.1 Research method 
As formulated in our research question, our aim is to determine the effects of 
an experimental theodicy course. But how do we proceed to achieve this 
end? In order to answer this question, we will start off by looking at the 
conceptual model implied in our research question, after which we will 
elucidate the research design. 
a. Conceptual model 
A conceptual model is a scheme displaying the concepts involved in the 
research question, as well as the supposed relationships between these con- 
cepts (cf. Segers 19833, 31). 
FIGURE 1 : Conceptual model of theodicy research 
background independent dependent 
characteristics variable variable 
Degree of urbanisation Theodicy Theodicy com- 
Socio-economic status course prehension 
Value orientation 
Church involvement 
Religious beliefs 
Theodicy interest 
Formal reasoning ability 
As figure 1 indicates, apart from the so-called background characteristics two 
concepts prevail with regard to our research. These concepts involve 
characteristics the students may possess to a varying degree. Hence, these 
concepts may be called variables. Theodicy comprehension functions as the 
dependent variable, which means that this is the variable to be explained. 
That is to say, we would like to explain to what extent comprehension of 
theodicy models is enhanced by our experimental theodicy course. And in 
this way the theodicy course itself is the independent variable. Finally, al- 
though this is not part of our research question, we will also consider the 
influence some relevant background characteristics may exert on theodicy 
comprehension as indicated by the arrow running straight from these back- 
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ground charateristics to theodicy comprehension. The reason for us to con- 
sider the possible influence some background characteristics may exert on 
theodicy comprehension has to do with the religious and cognitive nature of 
this variable. Learning theodicy models involves the intricate, cognitive 
processing of religious concepts, which may very well be influenced by 
relevant background characteristics apart from the influence of the theodicy 
course. 
For this reason, we consider the possible influence of the degree of urbanisa- 
tion or town size, hence the question whether the students included in our 
sample are living in rural or more urban centers. In the same way, we have a 
look at the social class to which the students belong (socio-economic status), 
as well as the values they deem important in their personal life (value orien- 
tation). With regard to value orientation, we consider the following value 
complexes: autonomy, hedonistic values, social criticism, traditional achieve- 
ment values and traditional family values. Furthermore, we also examine 
whether the learning process regarding theodicy is influenced by church 
membership and the degree of church attendance (church involvement). 
Likewise, we look at the set of religious beliefs the students adhere to, i.e. 
whether or not they are convinced of the existence of an ultimate reality. A 
conviction which can take the form of three outlooks: a theistic outlook, a 
deistic outlook and an immanent or world-directed outlook. And apart from 
their religious beliefs we also consider the extent in which the students are 
prepared to respond to the theodicy issue as such (theodicy interest). Finally, 
we check on the students' ability to use formal modes of reasoning as an 
important facilitator for the cognitive processing of religious concepts (formal 
reasoning ability). 
b. Research design 
In order to determine the effects of our theodicy course, we arrange some 
experimental conditions in which this course serves as a treatment. This 
experimental design is diagrammed in figure 2. Here, X stands for the treat- 
ment, 0 stands for an observation and the dashed line indicates that the 
experimental and control groups we use are not randomly formed. This 
design is called the untreated control group design with pre-test and post-test 
and is very useful for testing causal hypotheses (cf. Cook & Campbell 1979, 
95, 103-112). 
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FIGURE 2: The untreated control group design with pretest and posttest 
There are two groups involved in our design: an experimental group and a 
control group. Both groups receive similar measures taken at the same time, 
i.e. a pre-test (0, and Q) and a post-test (Q and Q ), while a treatment (X) 
is implemented only in the experimental group. So, when we adopt this 
design, we determine the results of the experiment by simply subtracting the 
pre-test-post-test differences of the control group from the pre-test-post-test 
differences of the experimental group as is expressed in the following equa- 
tion : 
However, despite the use of a control group, there still is one basic flaw in 
this design. Because we only use nonrandomized, existing groups in our 
experiment, as is indicated by the dashed line in figure 2, we cannot rule out 
in advance that the experimental group and the control group differ from one 
another in various ways. And this fact, in turn, constitutes a serious threat to 
the internal validity of our design if it turns out that both groups differ 
significantly with regard to factors relevant to the experiment. It is therefore 
very important to determine the comparability or non-comparability of the 
experimental group and the control group with regard to relevant factors or 
background characteristics of the students included in both groups and to 
check, in second place, whether these factors partly determine the post-test 
scores. 
Our sample of 746 third grade students of lower level secondary schools (in 
Dutch: MAVO) is divided into an experimental group, which includes 462 
students, and a control group including 248 students.' As t-tests (two-tailed) 
reveal, both groups differ significantly with respect to the following back- 
ground characteristics: degree of urbanisation, socio-economic status (fathers' 
occupations), value orientation (autonomy) and formal reasoning ability. In 
general, the students of the experimental group live in more urbanized areas 
when compared to the students of the control group. Furthermore, when 
considered from the perspective of their fathers' occupation, the socio-econo- 
mic status of the students of the experimental group is lower than the socio- 
economic status of the students included in the control group. With regard to 
value orientation, it appears that the students of the experimental group deem 
values related to autonomy more important in their personal life than do the 
students of the control group. And with regard to formal reasoning ability, it 
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turns out that the students of the control group are more able to use formal 
modes of reasoning than students of the experimental group. So when it 
comes to explaining the post-test scores, we especially have to check on these 
four factors on which the experimental group and the control group differ 
significantly. With respect to the other background characteristics contained 
in the conceptual model, the experimental group and the control group do not 
differ significantly, which means that we can disregard the influence of 
church involvement, religious beliefs or theodicy interest in explaining the 
post-test scores. 
5.2 Measuring instruments 
In order to measure the variables contained in the conceptual model, we 
make use of several measuring instruments. With regard to the background 
characteristics, these are all existing measuring instruments, which do not 
need to be discussed here. Therefore, we only describe the instrument we use 
for measuring theodicy comprehension. 
With regard to comprehension of theodicy models, we make use of a 
multiple-choice test consisting of twelve items; each theodicy model is 
represented by four items. Two examples of such multiple-choice items are 
represented belowz. The first item confronts the student with an expression of 
faith and then asks which theodicy model is revealed by this expression, 
while the second item asks for the specific way the divine goodness is safe- 
guarded by the compassion model. 
"God, I trust you to change all things for the better. 
" 
This statement fits in best with ? 
A. The retaliation model. 
B. The plan model. 
C. The compassion model. 
D. None of these models. 
Why is God an overall good deity according to the compassion model ? 
A. Because God ultimately puts an end to all human suffering. 
B. Because God has nothing to do with human suffering. 
C. Because God does not punish people, but instead wishes them well. 
D. Because God's compassion renders comfort and support to all people. 
Both items measure comprehension in the way explained above. That is to 
say, the student is asked to relate a certain paraphrase, relatively unknown to 
him, to a certain theodicy model, or is asked to explain how a certain the- 
odicy model meets the demand of reconciling the divine goodness with the 
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existence of human suffering. So by answering these items correctly the 
student shows he can demonstrate the 'meaning' of the theodicy models at 
issue, i.e. that he 'comprehends' these models. 
Unfortunately, during data analysis it turned out that three items included in 
our multiple-choice test were not the proper items for measuring theodicy 
comprehension. They did not meet the demands regarding the difficulty and 
objectivity of test items made by De Groot and Van Naerssen (1969). As a 
result, the scope of our multiple-choice test, which initially consisted of 
twelve items, was reduced to only nine test items.3 
6. Results 
Before we are able to determine a possible treatment effect, we have to look 
for differences regarding the post-test scores first. Do the students of the 
experimental group actually outperform the students of the control group on 
the posttest regarding theodicy comprehension? On the basis of the causal 
hypothesis underlying our research question we expect them to do so indeed. 
But is this really the case? So, to begin with, we consider the scores regar- 
ding theodicy comprehension for both groups, which are represented in table 
1 and 2. 
TABLE 1: Pre-test-post-test differences (t-test) regarding comprehension of 
three theodicy models for the experimental group 
TABLE 2: Pre-test-post-test differences (t-test) regarding comprehen- 
sion of three theodicy models for the control group. 
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As both tables indicate, theodicy comprehension only increases for the 
experimental group. Comprehension of the retaliation model, the plan model 
and the compassion model respectively increases by 11.4%, 19.5% and 
15.8% (OZ-O,). And, as the t-test reveals, these differences between pre-test 
and post-test are all statistically significant. They cannot be reduced to mere 
chance, but they indicate systematic differences with regard to theodicy 
comprehension instead. As far as the control group is concerned, there is 
hardly any difference between the pretest and the posttest Compre- 
hension of the retaliation model even decreases by 2.4%, while comprehensi- 
on of the plan model and the compassion model only increases by 0.1% and 
1.2%. Furthermore, as the t-test reveals, these differences are not statistically 
significant and are the result of mere chance. Finally, we make a comparison 
between the pre-test-post-test gains of the experimental group and the control 
group (02-01)-(04-03) to determine the overall result of our experiment. 
TABLE 3: Differences in pretest-posttest gains (t-test) regarding 
comprehension of three theodicy models between the ex- 
perimental group and the control group. 
As table 3 indicates, the final difference with regard to comprehension of the 
retaliation model is 13.8%, with regard to comprehension of the plan model 
19.4% and with regard to comprehension of the compassion model the final 
difference is 14.6%. And again these differences are all statistically signifi- 
cant and cannot be the result of chance. So we may conclude that after the 
implementation of the treatment the students of the experimental group 
clearly outperform the students of the control group on the multiple-choice 
test regarding theodicy comprehension. 
But what about the influence of the treatment? Although the figures repre- 
sented in table 3 reveal significant differences between the experimental 
group and the control group with respect to the posttest scores the question 
still remains: to what extent are these differences due to the influence of the 
treatment? In order to answer this question, it is necessary to look for the 
factors that explain the post-test scores. This can be done with the help of 
regression analysis in which the post-test scores regarding theodicy compre- 
hension serve as the dependent variables, and the treatment, the pretest scores 
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and the background characteristics as the independent variables. It is impor- 
tant in this respect to consider the influence of the pre-test scores as well, for 
we can expect that the extent in which the students are already familiar with 
certain theodicy models influences upon the degree of theodicy comprehen- 
sion after the implementation of the treatment. And apart from the treatment 
and the pre-test scores, we also consider the possible influence of those 
background characteristics on which the experimental group and the control 
group differ significantly: degree of urbanisation, socio-economic status 
(father's occupation), value orientation (autonomy) and formal reasoning 
ability. The results of the multiple regression analyses are represented in table 
4, table 5 and table 6. 
TABLE 4: Comprehension of the retaliation model 
TABLE 5: Comprehension of the plan model 
TABLE 6: Comprehension of the compassion model 
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With regard to comprehension of the retaliation model (cf. table 4), 9% of 
the variance of the post-test score may be explained by referring to the influ- 
ence of the following factors: the pre-test score concerning the retaliation 
model, the treatment, degree of urbanisation, value orientation and formal 
reasoning ability. With regard to comprehension of the plan model (cf. table 
5), 14% of the variance of the post-test score may be explained. Here only 
three factors are of importance: the pre-test score concerning the plan model, 
the treatment and formal reasoning ability. Finally, with regard to compre- 
hension of the compassion model (cf. table 6), 11 % of the variance of the 
post-test score may be explained. In this case four factors are of importance: 
the pre-test score concerning the compassion model, the treatment, degree of 
urbanisation and formal reasoning ability. The influence of socio-economic 
status on theodicy comprehension appears to be absent. 
Now, when we compare these results, the influence of the treatment immedi- 
ately becomes apparent, although the influence of the pre-test scores is also 
of great importance. With regard to comprehension of the retaliation model, 
the pre-test score (B=.22) even appears to be more important than the influ- 
ence of the treatment (B=.19), while the influence of these factors is almost 
equal with regard to the compassion model with respective weights of .22 
(pre-test score) and .21 (treatment). Only with regard to comprehension of 
the plan model does the influence of the treatment (13=.33) exceed the influ- 
ence of the pre-test score (B=. 14). We may conclude then, first of all, that the 
treatment enhances comprehension of all three theodicy models and, sec- 
ondly, that the treatment especially results in an increase of comprehension of 
the plan model. 
Although the influence of the background characteristics is not absent, they 
clearly have less influence on theodicy comprehension. Formal reasoning 
ability is the only factor influencing comprehension of all three theodicy 
models with respective weights of .08 for comprehension of the retaliation 
model, .11 for comprehension of the plan model and .10 for comprehension 
of the compassion model. So, insofar as the students are able to use formal 
modes of reasoning they are also capable of comprehending theodicy models 
as such. Furthermore, comprehension of the compassion model (13=-.15) and 
the retaliation model (B=-.08) is influenced negatively by the degree of ur- 
banisation. That is to say, students who gain comprehension of the compas- 
sion model, and to a lesser degree of the retaliation model, mainly live in 
more rural areas. Finally, we consider the influence of value orientation on 
theodicy comprehension. As regression analysis shows, value orientation, i.e. 
the value complex autonomy, only influences comprehension of the retalia- 
tion model (13=-.08). And this relationship is negative, which means that 
especially those students who consider autonomy less important in their 
personal life gain comprehension of the retaliation model. 
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7. Discussion 
Having reported on our research findings, we are now able to provide an 
answer to our research question. Our research question is based on the 
hypothesis that a theodicy course on three theodicy models, which is de- 
signed on the basis of three special, educational measures, enhances compre- 
hension of these models. So the question is: does this hypothesis still hold? 
And our answer is that this hypothesis is corroborated by empirical data (cf. 
De Groot 1975g, 76-77; Van der Ven 1993, 121) . It is therefore justified to 
provide the following answer to our research question: the theodicy course 
especially enhances comprehension of the plan model as well as, albeit to a 
lesser degree, comprehension of the retaliation model and the compassion 
model. But what does this mean? How are we to value these results? To 
conclude this article, we consider these results from both a theological and a 
pedagogical point of view. 
From a theological point of view, the theodicy issue is considered a core 
problem and even appears to be a matter of fundamental theology. As 
Peukert (1978, 335) argues, if man asks about God, he asks about the prob- 
lem of evil at the same time. Both questions cannot be isolated from one 
another. And, as we have shown in another publication (cf. Vermeer, Vossen, 
Van der Ven 1991), in the course of history, theology has basically elabo- 
rated three approaches to the problem of theodicy. In earlier days, suffering 
was considered mainly a divine punishment for sin; an approach which, for 
instance, is present in the works of St Augustine. Later on, a more teleologi- 
cal orientation entered theological thought, for instance, in Leibniz' famous 
essay on the theodicy. And nowadays it seems that God's compassion with 
the sufferers is being emphasized. Theology no longer confronts us with an 
omnipotent and transcendent God, but with a loving and compassionate God 
who rejects all evil. In the works of Moltmann (1981', for instance, 
this idea is elaborated by way of a trinitarian understanding of God. And in 
political theology, for example in the works of Metz (19844), Peukert (1977) 
and JanBen (1982), this idea is elaborated further with reference to the call 
for universal solidarity. Political theology holds man himself responsible for 
a great deal of evil in the world and so it is his moral obligation to take up 
political action in order to dispose of evil. In short, it looks as if modem 
theology particularly favours the compassion model, while rejecting both the 
retaliation model and the plan model. As a consequence, we may expect 
modem theology to appreciate very much the fact that students acquire com- 
prehension of the compassion model. But what about the results regarding the 
retaliation model and the plan model? For, as table 1 shows, the students do 
not only acquire comprehension of the compassion model, but of the retalia- 
tion model and the plan model as well. Furthermore, the greatest pre-test- 
post-test difference concerns the plan model and not the compassion model! 
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So apparently, our theodicy course facilitates the learning of theodicy models 
which no longer find theological favour. Both the retaliation model and the 
plan model contain reminiscences of traditional theism; i.e. they picture God 
as an absolute deity who cannot be affected by the human predicament and 
this is not in accordance with the mainstream of modem, theological thought. 
From a theological point of view our overall results may therefore not be 
valued very positively. 
From a pedagogical point of view, however, the evaluation of our results 
turns out rather differently. The way present-day youngsters picture God is 
very complex and even contradictory. They tend to create their own images 
by picking and choosing (bricolage) from all kinds of religious elements 
present in their cultural surroundings (cf. Angenent-Vogt & Van Hemert 
1994, 21-22; Hutsebaut 1995, 77-78). In this respect, their religious con- 
sciousness exhibits a certain degree of intrapersonal pluralism, which means 
that one and the same individual may adhere to different and even contrast- 
ing images of God at the same time (cf. Van der Ven 1996, 50). So, given 
this situation, the following question emerges: how to deal with intrapersonal 
pluralism in the field of religious education? Here, we agree with Hutsebaut 
(1995, 78), who argues that the aim of religious education is no longer to 
give ready-made answers, but to guide students in finding their own personal 
answer(s). With respect to this pedagogical insight, we therefore consider the 
fact that our experimental theodicy course enhances comprehension of all 
three theodicy models, and not just the theologically most acceptable model, 
to be of great value. Our course apparently helps students in developing a 
religious frame of reference, which, in turn, enables them to take their own 
stand regarding the theodicy issue in a competent and independent way. 
This pedagogical evaluation of our findings again brings us back to theology. 
The effects of our theodicy course are satisfactory, because the aim and 
contents of our course seem to fit in well with the religious consciousness of 
present-day youngsters. The aim and contents of our course are, however, not 
in accordance with modem, theological thought. What is right in a pedagogi- 
cal sense seems wrong or old-fashioned in a theological sense. Hence, the 
core question is: should we stick to modem, theological insights or can 
theology learn something from our research findings? We believe the latter is 
the case. The fact that students especially gain comprehension of the plan 
model indicates that they still find this model interesting. And this also goes 
for the retaliation model, although to a lesser degree. Consequently, if theol- 
ogy is to take our findings seriously, it cannot avoid reconsidering the the- 
odicy issue. Attention has to be paid anew to all three theodicy models as 
well as to the way these models relate to one another. Maybe the retaliation 
model and the plan model are not as old-fashioned as we used to think and 
maybe the compassion model is not as modem. 
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NOTES 
1. The actual field work took place between January and May 1991 in two dioceses in the 
south of the Netherlands. 
2. These items are translated into English. The original Dutch version of the twelve items we 
used during our research can be found in the appendix. 
3. With respect to the difficulty of test items, two items, meant to measure comprehension of 
the retaliation model and the compassion model, had to be removed from the test with 
respective p-values of .18 and .29. P-values are computed by dividing the number of respon- 
dents (P) who select the right answer by the number of respondents included in the entire 
sample (p = P : N). So, the more a p-value is closer to 0, the higher the degree of difficulty 
of a test item. Usually, p-values should not be less than .45 (De Groot & Van Naerssen 
1969, 249-250). Furthermore, another item regarding the compassion model had to be 
removed from the test as well, because it contained a-values greater than the respective p- 
values. A-values refer to the frequency of the false alternatives and if an a-value is almost 
equal to or greater than the p-value, the test item contains a pitfall. Maybe such a false 
alternative is not really false after all or else it is doubtful whether the right alternative really 
contains the right answer. Anyway, the item itself can no longer be considered a proper item 
for measuring theodicy comprehension. 
Consequently, nine items remained for measuring theodicy comprehension. With regard to 
the reliability of the test, the revalue of these remaining items are all over .15 (p<.001). 
Cronbach's alpha, however, is too low in all instances; a=.61 for the entire test of nine 
items, a=.28 for the subscale regarding the retaliation model (three items), a=.40 for the 
subscale regarding the plan model (four items) and a=.42 for the subscale regarding the 
compassion model (two items). 
4. However, although our findings seem quite convincing, we need to be modest in our conclu- 
sions. The relevance criterion for regression analysis normally is R>.30 (cf. Van der ven 
1993, 174), which means that in all instances the explained variance is too low; 0.9 with 
regard to comprehension of the retaliation model, .14 with regard to comprehension of the 
plan model and .11 with regard to comprehension of the compassion model. In addition, 
some of the regression coefficients (13), which represent the weight of the independent 
variable in explaining the dependent variable, are also very low. With regard to comprehen- 
sion of the retaliation model the regression coefficients regarding degree of urbanisation (Li=- 
.08), autonomy (Il=-.08) and formal reasoning ability (6=.08) are even less than .10; values 
that normally are not mentioned in reports on research findings. In short, our findings seem 
to support our initial research hypothesis, but we must be careful not to draw too strong 
inferences from it. 
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